Background. Internationally and historically considerable research has been
Secondary school teachers' attitudes towards and beliefs about ability grouping Introduction
Earlier studies of teachers' attitudes towards structured ability grouping in the USA (NEA, 1968; McDermott, 1976; Wilson & Schmidts, 1978) , Sweden (Husen and Boalt, 1967) , the UK, (Daniels, 1961a (Daniels, , 1961b Jackson, 1964 , Barker-Lunn, 1970 and Israel (Ministry of Education, 1965; Guttman et al, 1972) have revealed that teachers generally hold positive attitudes towards teaching classes where pupils are grouped by ability, although variations have been reported based on teachers' prior experience and the subject that they teach.
In the UK in the 1970s, when mixed-ability teaching was innovatory, teachers who had direct experience of it tended to hold more favourable attitudes towards it (Newbold, 1977; Reid et al, 1982) . The advantages of mixed ability teaching were seen largely in social terms, while the disadvantage was perceived to be the difficulty of providing appropriate work for pupils of high and low ability in the same class. Those who were critical of mixed-ability teaching suggested that it failed to motivate and increase the achievement of the highly able, although the less able were perceived to benefit.
Experienced teachers appeared to be more supportive of mixed ability teaching (Clammer, 1985) but they often found it more difficult to put into practice than those who had been recently trained to adopt such practices (Reid et al., 1982) . Differences in teachers' attitudes towards mixed ability teaching have also been reported depending on the subject that they teach (Reid et al, 1982) . Humanities have tended to be perceived as suitable for mixed ability teaching whereas mathematics and modern foreign languages have tended to be perceived as inappropriate. Scientists occupy a middle position. Those subjects where mixed ability teaching was perceived as problematic tended to require correct answers and a grasp of abstract concepts (Reid et al., 1982) .
Historically, teachers have indicated preferences for teaching high ability groups (Hargreaves, 1967; Lacey, 1970; Findlay & Bryan, 1975; Ball, 1981; Finley, 1984) , in some cases competing against each other in order to be able to do so (Finley, 1984) .
This may be because pupils in lower ability classes tend to have more negative attitudes towards school and often exhibit poor behaviour in the classroom which makes them more difficult to teach (Hargreaves, 1967; Schwartz, 1981; Finley, 1984; Taylor, 1993) .
Certainly, teachers of high ability groups have tended to be more enthusiastic about teaching (Rosenbaum, 1976) and have reported feeling more efficacious (Raudenbush, Rowan & Cheong, 1992) . However, this effect disappeared when the level of pupil engagement was controlled. Perhaps teachers find it difficult to generate interest in learning in pupils in lower ability groups and the resulting lack of engagement undermines their sense of efficacy. Other early research showed that teachers who consistently taught low ability groups tended to become demoralised over a period of time (Hargreaves, 1967; Finley, 1984) .
Teachers' attitudes towards teaching low ability groups may have contributed to the alienation of pupils in those groups. Pupils from high ability groups tend to exhibit prosocial behaviour and it is this, rather than their academic achievement, which seems to shape teachers' behaviour towards them (Hargreaves, 1967; Lacey, 1970; Ball, 1981; Finley, 1984) . Teachers have also been shown to interact with high ability groups more frequently and positively than they do with low ability groups (Harlen and Malcolm, 1997; Sorenson and Hallinan, 1986; Gamoran and Berends, 1987) . However, in some schools, presumably where the ethos is supportive of pupils of all abilities, there is some evidence that teachers of low stream students do view them positively (Burgess, 1983 (Burgess, , 1984 ). In the current UK educational context, where some teachers choose to specialise in teaching those with special educational needs the situation may be different.
Much of the UK research cited above was undertaken when the educational system was highly selective; all pupils were assessed at age 11 and on the basis of their test performance either attended grammar or secondary modern schools. In those schools the most commonly adopted system of pupil grouping was streaming, where pupils were put into classes on the basis of their overall ability. When research demonstrated that selection and streaming had little positive effect on academic performance and could be detrimental to the personal and social educational outcomes of some pupils (see Hallam and Toutounji, 1997; Harlen and Malcolm, 1998; Sukhnandan and Lee, 1998, Ireson and Hallam, 1999 for reviews) the 11+ examination was largely abandoned and schools moved towards alternative forms of grouping pupils, banding, setting and mixed ability teaching. The aim of this research was to explore teachers' attitudes towards and beliefs about ability grouping within this changed educational context.
Methodology
A stratified sample of 45 mixed gender secondary comprehensive schools was selected for the study, representing a range of grouping practices, intake and location spreading from London and the Southern counties of England to East Anglia and South Yorkshire.
The sample comprised three levels of ability grouping in the lower secondary school (Years 7 to 9), with 15 schools at each level:
'Mixed Ability Schools' predominantly mixed ability classes for all subjects, with setting in no more than two subjects in Year 9.
'Partially Set Schools' setting in no more than two subjects in Year 7, increasing to a maximum of 4 subjects in Year 9.
'Set Schools' streaming, banding or setting in at least four subjects from Year 7.
All schools had received satisfactory inspection reports during the three years before the start of the project. Steps were taken to balance the three groups of schools in terms of their size and the social mix of their intake, using free school meals as an indicator of social disadvantage. The mixed ability schools had a slightly more socially disadvantaged intake than the Set Schools. On average, the set schools were slightly smaller than the other two groups. There was good overlap across groups for both distributions. between 40 and 49 and 16% over 50. Just over half of the sample were female (53%).
Most of the teachers were educated to degree level, 59% had a PGCE, 21% a Certificate in Education and 13% a higher degree.
Findings

Perceived effects of different grouping systems on able children
In the questionnaires teachers were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with a number of statements about the effects of ability grouping on more able pupils. Table 1 provides details of the statements in the questionnaire and gives the overall frequency counts for all of the teachers in response to these statements. It also provides a breakdown by type of school. The responses showed that there was overall agreement that setting ensures that brighter children make maximum progress and to a lesser extent that setting prevents brighter children being inhibited by negative peer pressure. There was much less agreement that bright children are held back in mixed ability classes. There were significant differences in the responses to these questions from teachers in each type of school. Those in the set and partially set schools gave responses which demonstrated more positive attitudes towards ability grouping than those in schools where there was a greater proportion of mixed ability teaching.
Table 1 about here
In response to the open questions, teachers volunteered their own views about the effects of different types of ability grouping on able children. Some illustrative examples are given below which are closely related to the first and third statements in Table 1 .
I have a few reservations about mixed ability teaching because the higher ability pupils are not stretched to their full potential. However we do very well with the lower ability in the classroom. (Science teacher, mixed ability school)
I would move towards more setting because it enables pupils' curriculum needs to be better matched, reduces brighter children being inhibited by peer pressure or slower children having self esteem affected, increases student (and teacher) motivation. (Mathematics teacher, partially set school)
I have reservations about mixed ability practices. One student in my tutor group, a straight A student when he arrived in year 7, is now a school refuser because of bullying and negative peer attitudes towards him.
(Music teacher, mixed ability school)
Perceived effects of ability grouping on personal and social development Table 2 gives a detailed account of the frequencies of the responses made in relation to questionnaire statements relating to self-esteem, stigmatisation, children's perceptions of their own ability, social adjustment and motivation. There was overall disagreement with the statement that pupil self-esteem is unaffected by ability grouping but the responses to most statements were significantly differentiated by the type of school where the teacher worked. Those working in schools where there were more mixed ability grouping procedures tended to view setting in a more negative light in relation to the social outcomes of education.
Table 2 about here
The responses to the open questions supported the data from the rating scales. Most teachers were aware of the possible negative effects of highly structured ability grouping on self esteem and the way that mixed ability teaching might ameliorate them. Illustrative examples are given below.
I believe that it is too early in year 7 to label pupils as bottom set. This Years of experience have convinced me that this (mixed ability) is the most effective system academically, socially and personally. High selfesteem is in my opinion at the heart of successful learning and living.
(English teacher, mixed ability school)
Some teachers highlighted the polarisation that could occur through the adoption of rigid ability setting.
I have quite a lot of reservations about the current system (setting) as it results in social barriers and an ability class system within the school. The more able pupils are seen as swots and squares and less able pupils are seen as thickies, idiots, etc. Stereotyping leads to low self-esteem in lower groupings and an air of arrogance with the able. (Religious education teacher, set school) Table 3 displays the responses made by the teachers in relation to the equity of ability grouping structures. Overall, there was a general tendency to disagree that setting benefited the more able pupils at the expense of the less able, that mixed ability teaching in reality only benefited the average child and that mixed ability teaching benefited the less able pupils academically at the expense of the more able. There was very strong agreement that mixed ability classes provided the less able pupils with positive models of achievement. There were significant differences in responses to the statements between teachers working in schools adopting different ability grouping structures, particularly in relation to issues of opportunity and fairness. Perceived effects of ability grouping on discipline and disaffection Table 4 displays the responses to statements about the effects of different kinds of ability grouping on discipline and disaffection from school. There was strong agreement from teachers across all types of school that there were more discipline problems in the lower ability classes when setting procedures were adopted. Opinion was divided as to whether there were more discipline problems in mixed ability classes. 
Perceived inequity of ability grouping
Beliefs about the effects of ability grouping on teaching
Teachers beliefs about the effects of ability grouping on their teaching are given in Table 5 . There was no consensus that setting leads to teachers ignoring the fact that a class always contains a range of abilities or that only very good teachers can teach mixed ability classes successfully. There was strong overall agreement that teaching and classroom management are easier for the teacher when classes are set and that setting enables pupils' curriculum needs to be better matched, although there were significant differences in responses from teachers working in schools adopting different grouping procedures. Teachers were asked which subjects they felt were suitable for teaching in mixed ability classes in years 7, 8 and 9, in years 7 and 8 only, in year 7 only or not at all. Table 5 illustrates the responses. English and humanities were the subjects considered most suitable for mixed ability teaching. Those considered most unsuitable were mathematics and modern foreign languages. However, there was a tendency for those teachers working in schools where mixed ability teaching was the grouping structure in operation to support mixed ability teaching more than those in the schools with more setting. reversed so that all responses were in a similar direction. An overall high score indicated a positive attitude towards setting.
The mean attitude to setting scores for teachers in the set and partially set schools were almost identical, 93.6 (SD = 16.4) (partially set) and 92.3 (SD = 15.1) (set). The mean for the mixed ability schools was much lower (84.6, SD = 18.5). This difference was statistically significant (F = 37.02; df = 2,1348, p = .0001). There were no significant gender or age differences in teachers' overall attitudes towards setting.
There were significant gender differences in response to only four statements. These were very small and showed no consistent pattern. Females agreed more strongly that setting stigmatised children perceived as less able (means: female 2.53, male 2.7; t = 2.79, df = 1, 1454, p = .005 ). There was stronger agreement among female teachers that setting ensures that higher ability children make maximum progress when setted (means: female 2.21, male 2.33; t = 2.1, df = 1,1463, p = .03). Males agreed more strongly that setting leads teachers to ignoring the range of abilities in the class (means: females 3.4, males 3.15; t = -4.3, df = 1, 1540, p = .0001) and that only very good teachers can teach mixed ability classes successfully (means: males 2.85, females 3.0; t = -2.6, df = 1, 1534, p = .01 )
Using the attitude to setting measure as the dependent variable, step wise multiple regression was undertaken to establish which factors would best predict teachers' attitudes. Two factors were found to be important. The first was type of school, mixed ability, partially set or set, (standardised beta weight .225) the second was the subject taught (standardised beta weight .078). This gave a multiple R of .239 accounting for slightly more than 5% of the variance (F = 29.13, df = 2,962, p = .0001).
When multiple regression was undertaken for type of school separately, slightly different patterns emerged. In the Set schools the significant predictors were the individual school (beta weight -.128) and the subject taught (beta weight .109) (R = .167, F = %.14, df = 1,359, p = .006). In the partially set schools length of time teaching at the school was the only predictor ( beta weight .175) (R = .175, F = 9.36, df = 1,298, p = .002). In the mixed ability schools the subject taught ( beta weight .21), the length of time teaching at the school ( beta weight -.126) and whether the teacher had a higher degree ( beta weight -.119) predicted attitude toward setting (R = .274, F = 8.08, df = 1,300, p = .00001) The shorter time the teacher had been teaching in a mixed ability school the more positive their attitudes towards setting. In relation to a higher level degree, e.g. masters or doctoral qualification, the higher the level of the degree the less likely the teacher was to favour setting. No significant differences were found in relation to gender or age.
Discussion
Overall, the teachers' beliefs reflected previous research findings relating to the actual effects of ability grouping. They believed that ability grouping enabled the more able pupils to maximise their attainment and insulated them from negative peer pressure.
Those of lower attainment were perceived as more likely to develop low self-esteem, become alienated and as result exhibit more difficult behaviour when they were placed in structured ability groups. Mixed ability teaching was seen to benefit not only the social adjustment of the less able but of all children. Despite this, there was little overall agreement between teachers of the relative equity of the different systems of grouping. With regard to their own practice, teaching and classroom management were perceived to be easier with structured ability groupings as was meeting the curriculum needs of all pupils. For teachers, there were considerable personal benefits to be derived from the adoption of structured grouping procedures.
These shared beliefs were overlaid by differences relating to school type. Teachers employed in schools which adopted high or moderate levels of setting expressed beliefs which were more positive toward structured ability grouping than teachers in schools where a greater proportion of mixed ability teaching was undertaken. These differences were highly significant in relation to almost all the statements made.
Whether this indicates that teachers' views are influenced by their current working environment or whether they search out an environment which is conducive to their philosophy of education cannot be established from the current analysis. It is likely that there are complex interactions between the two.
There were also differences in the extent to which different subjects were perceived as appropriate for mixed ability teaching. Mathematics and modern foreign languages were perceived as requiring grouping based on attainment. English and humanities were perceived as appropriate for mixed ability teaching. The reasons for these differences are likely to be related to the extent to which learning in these subjects is perceived as linear and building directly on prior knowledge and the extent to which differentiation can occur through learning outcomes rather than the setting of differentiated tasks. This is clearly an issue which requires further exploration.
When the analysis predicting attitudes towards ability grouping was undertaken separately for school type, individual schools emerged as influential in determining the attitudes of their staff. School ethos seemed to be an important force in determining teachers' beliefs. This was further reinforced by the finding that teachers who had been teaching in mixed ability schools for relatively short periods of time held more positive attitudes towards ability grouping than longer established teachers.
However, schools were not the only influence on teachers' beliefs. Those with a higher degree (Masters/PhD) in education, expressed more negative attitudes towards ability grouping than those with lower level qualifications. Possibly greater knowledge of the research literature played a part in shaping their views. In addition, the variables considered in the analysis accounted for a relatively small proportion of the variation between teachers' beliefs regarding ability grouping. This suggests that many of the influences on teachers' thinking about issues such as ability grouping are external to their immediate working and professional environment.
What are the implications of these findings? We know that teachers' beliefs affect their teaching practices (Clark and Peterson, 1986; Carlgren et al., 1994) . We also know that different types of ability grouping have differential positive and negative effects on academic, personal and social educational outcomes for different groups of pupils. No single system offers equity. However, the weaknesses of different systems can be ameliorated if schools and the staff in them are aware of the issues and take positive steps to reduce their negative effects. For instance, where mixed ability teaching practices are adopted high quality differentiated materials which support the teacher in providing work at an appropriate level need to be made available. Teachers also need to reward effort rather than attainment, in order to reduce the stigmatisation of able pupils. In schools adopting setting, success in all curricular and extracurricular activities needs to be valued not only academic achievement. Teachers should avoid making public comparisons between ability groups, value the progress of all pupils and treat all groups with equal respect. They need to be aware that the messages, verbal and nonverbal, that they convey to pupils about the extent to which they and their efforts are valued determine whether pupils perceive the school as having a positive inclusive ethos. Where this is not the case pupil alienation will increase leading to increased discipline difficulties. The current emphasis in teacher education on preparing teachers to deliver the curriculum has led to a reduction in opportunities to develop understanding of such issues. In the long term this may be counterproductive for individual teachers and for the development of school environments which support learning for all students. 
